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EXPERTLY DONE
Designer Emma Lyne 
has brought much-needed 
practicality to this  
shaded corner

PAVE  
THE WAY 

Light, stone finishes are 
ideal for shady places. Be 
aware that in damp areas, 

mould can form, so be 
prepared to keep  

it clean.

ILLUMINATE  
THE NOOKS 

Candles, lanterns,  
solar-powered bulbs  

or mains-wired lighting 
add instant atmosphere 

to dark corners.

LIGHT  
IT UP 

Plants with glossy leaves, 
or brightly coloured, 

silvery foliage, reflect the 
light to add interest to 

your space.

➣

CHOOSE  
WISELY 

The use of weather-
resistant furnishings  
– or at least washable 
covers – is important  

in damp, shaded  
areas.

NORTH
FACING GARDENS

DESIGN SECRETS 
PART THREE

If you’ve got a north-facing plot, 
embrace it! With careful planning and 

planting, you can CREATE A BRIGHT 
SPACE that works all year round
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Pops of colour

HARDY GERANIUM
Neat mounds of leaves are topped with 
flowers that last all summer. Hardy geraniums 
grow to 45cm (18in) high and come back 
every year in a slightly bigger clump. The 
flowers can be white, purple, blue or pink.

FOXGLOVES
Candy coloured spikes whirled with bells of 
flowers and over 1m (3ft 3in) tall, foxgloves 
are hard to beat in dappled shade. The  
towers of flowers are full of drama and grow 
in the prettiest shades. They don’t need 
staking and are brilliant for adding height.

CYCLAMEN
Cyclamen are excellent for filling the soil in 
the tricky spot underneath light-grabbing 
trees and shrubs. They make the most of the 
off-season, flowering when the plants above 
them lose their leaves, with pretty red, pink  
or white flowers 10cm (4in) high.

These flowers are all grown in  
shade where they will add a  
much-needed splash of vibrant colour. ATTRACT 

THE EYE
Plant ferns and 

evergreen plants for 
added texture 
and interest

For many homebuyers, a north-facing garden 
is an instant turn-off. But low light levels in 
the winter, dry and wet shade, and a lack of 
sunshine are easily worked around.

“A north-facing garden isn’t the end of the world,” 
says garden designer Catherine Clancy (www.
catherineclancy.com). “It will always have some sun 
somewhere, plus spots with no light at all. But there 
are lots of plants that will grow in dark corners and 
look beautiful. With a bit of careful planning you can 
use it to your advantage.”

HOW TO MAKE IT WORK
Clever planting and smart design are the keys to 
success. “Think about how you are going to use the 
space,” advises Catherine. “Where is your sun, and 
where is the shade? Is it dry shade or damp shade? 
The former is more difficult, and this will help you 
decide what to plant. Remember that in a long, thin 
garden, shade will be cast from fences and walls, too, 
and proximity to walls makes the soil dry.

“Site the lawn in the sunniest bit. Draw a sun 
diagram, to track how the sun moves around your 
garden during the day in both summer and winter. 
Usually, shade and dark areas are close to the house, 
which makes this area ideal in summer.

“Often there is sunshine at the bottom of the 
garden, making it the perfect spot for a seating area, 
or you may prefer to put a table here so you eat in 
the shade in the heat of summer.”

Christine Poppelwell, founder of Echinops 
Garden Design (www.echinopsgardendesign.co.uk), 
says: “Light walls draw the eye and give a focal point, 
so probably work better in a small garden.

“Be careful with Moroccan blue, and with yellow, 
bright orange, red and pink,” warns Catherine. 
“These warm colours need strong southern sunlight. 
Aubergine is a good colour as it has some brown in 
it, or rusty orange. Use them as focal points, though, 
rather than as a fence colour.”

Many shade plants do better in moist soil so, if 
you are trying to make a garden work in deep, north-
facing shadow, dig in lots of organic material first to 
ensure the earth holds as much water as it can. 

FROM DARK TO LIGHT
Christine was asked to design a contemporary 
garden in St Margaret’s, Twickenham. The owners 
wanted it to look good from indoors all year, and 
also required privacy from the living room of the flat 
next door, which looked down on their garden.

“This garden is north facing and in total shade 
from October to February,” says Christine. “From 
the house it looked quite dark, although from late 
February onwards, the back of the garden is sunny. It 
was paved, had a lawn and planting, but was dull.

“We divided it into three equal rectangles, 
with seating areas for sun and shade. We used 
Portuguese limestone for a clean, modern feel and 
to bring in some lightness. It’s quite bright now all 
year round and also reflects light into the back of the 
house, making that lighter, too. Porcelain is a good 
alternative to limestone, as it’s easier to maintain, 
not so porous and non-slip if you get a rough finish. 
Limestone can show wear after a few years and 
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needs jet washing and resealing, because paving in 
the shade is likely to get green and grimy.

“We added a sculpture, which is backlit, and 
echoes the shape of the lawns with their rounded 
edges. And we slightly raised the back of the garden 
that leads to the sunny, seating area, to add interest.

“The planting was structural and largely 
evergreen, to provide a background for seasonal 
colour from bulbs and perennials. We used black 
bamboo to screen off the back seating area.

“The garden is now white in winter and early 
spring with hellebores, sarcococca, narcissus and 
leucojum. Then it changes to purple and blues in 
later spring from alliums, tulips, camassia, thalictrum 
and iris. Summer into autumn sees burgundy 
colouring of acanthus, persicaria and fresh white 
agapanthus and anemones. Astelia is a very useful 
plant to use in north-facing gardens, as the silver 
leaves bring light to dark areas and complement 
many other plants.”

OPT FOR  
BAMBOO 

Bamboo thrives in moist, 
well drained soil, making it 
perfect for a north-facing 

plot. In this garden, it’s 
used for screening.

FAVOUR
EVERGREENS 

This ensures that you 
always have some colour, 
and provides the perfect 
backdrop for spring and 

summer blooms.

USE LIGHT 
COLOURS 

Portuguese limestone 
reflects any available  

light, giving the 
impression of a  

brighter garden.

MAKE THE  
MOST OF IT

Key to maximising  
a shady spot is 
clever planting of 
beautiful plants

ADD COLOUR
The purple of these 
alliums and irises really 
pops out of the 
evergreen border.
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TOM HOWARD
Garden designer Tom turned this north-facing garden 
into a light, airy entertaining space.

“The clients have a 12-seater table and chairs, so 
paving the entire garden gives them plenty of space 
for it. The York stone is pre-sealed so water beads off 

and runs into the borders. There is a risk of algae and moss forming but 
you can use algae repellent to slow it down.

“We painted all the wood in a fairly dark grey. Dark colours help to  
lose boundaries and highlight plants. Evergreens form the structure  
of the planting, and in spring we’ll add a variety of white and purple 
shade-tolerant plants.” www.tomhowardgardens.co.uk
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3 tips for 
shady spots 
Garden designer Christine Poppelwell 
shares her simple recommendations...
✽ Mediterranean plants, like lavender, won’t 
work in the shade. Instead, place them in pots 
and keep them in the summer sun. Trim in 
autumn if starting to get leggy.

✽  If you have a dark, damp garden, a 
trickling fountain will make it seem more 
dank. Instead, install a still or ripple pool, which 
reflects the light and which you can see from 
the house.

✽ Choose weather-resistant or waterproof 
soft furnishings if they’re going to be left out, 
and have a place to store them if they’re not. 
Moulded furniture is fantastic. Additionally, 
pick cushions that reflect the style of the 
garden or pick up a particular colour in the 
planting so there’s a link.

SOFTEN  
THE EDGES 

Rangy flowering shrubs 
and perennials soften the 
dull brickwork, and also 
ensure there’s colour in  

the garden all year  
round. KEEP IT 

WATERED 
This area of dry shade is 

fed by an irrigation system 
that will provide moist 

soil to help the plants in  
warmer months.

THINK  
SUNSHINE 

The top of this garden 
receives sunlight, making 

it the perfect spot for 
siting a dining table at 
which to soak up the  

sun’s rays.

A NEW, CLEAN LOOK
Many town gardens present designers like 
Catherine Clancy with the same dilemma: 
redesigning a long, thin space behind a terraced 
Victorian property, overlooked by houses to the rear.

This one was north-facing, tired and dull, with 
some raised beds, dark concrete paving, very little 
good planting and a scruffy lawn. A raised deck area 
at the back was falling apart and an overgrown ash 
tree needed removing. 

Catherine says: “The clients love gardening, 
and key requirements included a lawn, pretty 
borders filled with flowering shrubs and 
perennials to provide year-round colour and  
a natural look, plus a herb bed near the kitchen 
door. They also wanted a paved area big enough 
to hold a six-seater table, preferably at the back 
of the garden, a small bench near the kitchen,  
a shed for garden tools, and lights, so the  
garden could be used in the evening and the 
planting enhanced.

“Materials used for landscaping needed to be in 
keeping with the design of the new extension, and 
the house, which is in a conservation area. Paving 
for the area outside the kitchen door needed to be 
bright, and suitable for a shady basement.”

Catherine designed the garden with a circular 
seating area at one end, which led the repeating 
curved theme. London stock bricks were used 
to define the edges, as they tied the garden in 
with the house walls. The brick lawn border also 
provided a good mowing edge.

BRIGHTEN UP
Using light-coloured 
furniture and accessories 
will brighten shady areas.

“Yellow hammered granite was used as the main 
paving stone. It weathers well in shady corners, is 
bright in a basement patio and matches well with 
London stock bricks,” she says. “The steps from the 
basement were clad with yellow hammered granite 
to create the ‘clean look’ the clients were after.

“Finally, we installed a drip-hose irrigation 
system to provide enough water in the dry 
London environment. The clients were thrilled as 
their dreary, north-facing back garden had been 
transformed into a pretty space with large flowering 
borders, a lawn and a seating area at the sunny end.”

ACCESSORISE WISELY
One of the easiest ways to add a splash of colour 
or contrast to a shady north facing garden is with 
carefully chosen garden accessories. As well as 
being available in a vast variety of colours and 
finishes, they are also largely portable, so can be 
rearranged as the sun moves across the lawn, or 
even according to the seasons.

A simple, elegant metal bench, for instance, can 
provide a beacon of light in the shady corner of a 
garden, and can be easily relocated to a spot at the 
end of the lawn if, for instance, the sun hits it early in 
the evening.

Think about cushions and other soft furnishings 
for your outdoor furniture. Echoing the dominant 
colours of flowers in your border can help to tie in 
the whole design of your outdoor space.

Flowers and shrubs planted in containers will be 
portable, to a point. Just don’t try hefting a magnolia 
in a two-foot pot by hand. Smaller containers in 
bright plastics or metal finishes – on-trend for 
summer 2017 – are a playful way to ensure there’s 
always colour in your garden. 

Finally, think of decoration. Ornamental birds, 
butterflies, and other animals, in a zinc or brass finish, 
will not only provide a lovely surprise when spotted 
in the foliage, but will also reflect any available light, 
picking out flashes of drama in the darkest corners. 
Garden gnomes? They’re certainly kitsch... but not 
to every taste. However, your garden should be a 
blank canvas for personalisation, so why not?

MAKE A PLAN
Work out where the sun 
hits, then plan your seating 
and planting around it.

LIVING WALL 
A clematis trailing along  
a horizontal trellis brings  
a bare shaded wall to life.

 DID YOU KNOW?  

 Variegated ivy will lose its 

 variegation in the shade 
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